
  
    LEAN IN: WOMEN, WORK AND THE WILL TO LEAD


    HELPING WOMEN OVERCOME BARRIERS AND MAKE IT TO THE TOP OF THEIR FIELD


    Lean In is about women and leadership. Sandberg hopes that the book will encourage women to set goals, reach for them wholeheartedly and fulfil their potential despite the obstacles along the way. It consists of sociological research, along with Sandberg’s own personal experience of navigating the world of business as a woman. The vast majority of world leaders and CEOs are men, the gender pay gap persists and, despite that fact that in the Western world women nowadays are better off than ever before, men still rule the world. According to the laws of economics and many studies, our collective performance would improve if we used the whole pool of human resources. The fact that women are underrepresented in leadership positions means that we are not tapping into our full potential. Sandberg believes that the world would be a better place if we did.


    There are both external societal barriers and internalised barriers that hinder women on their path to the top. Sandberg focuses on advising women on how to overcome the internal barriers which cause women to hold themselves back. Women are prevented from speaking up by a lack of self-confidence and they often take a step back when they should in fact lean in. Unlike other feminists who argue that women can only gain power once the institutional barriers are removed, Sandberg believes that women will themselves be able to remove these institutional barriers once they are in leadership positions. However, whilst she advises on overcoming internal barriers, she thinks that external barriers should simultaneously be eroded and she accepts the irony of conforming to the system in order to change the system.
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            	Internal and external barriers: internal barriers are the psychological obstacles that can prevent women from leaning in. They include lack of self-confidence and hesitance with regard to putting oneself forward. External barriers are systemic and come in the shape of sexism, discrimination, sexual harassment and employment policies which exclude women.


            	Gender stereotyping: men are expected to be strong leaders and women are expected to be docile nurturers. Society discourages women from exhibiting leadership traits. Women who take the lead in a situation are often viewed negatively and described as bossy, whilst boys are encouraged to take charge from a young age.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    CONTEXT


    THE AUTHOR


    Sheryl Sandberg was born in 1969 in WashingtonD.C. and raised in North Miami Beach, Florida. She studied at Harvard, majoring in Economics and graduating top of her class. She was inducted into the Phi Beta Kappa Society, which honours the best students in the arts and sciences. As a recent graduate Sandberg worked at the World Bank as a research assistant to Larry Summers and then returned to Harvard to complete a master’s at the Business School. Before joining Google in 2001 as a business-unit general manager, Sandberg worked at McKinsey and Company, an international management consulting firm, and then, during the Clinton administration, as Larry Summers’ chief of staff at the U.S. Treasury Department. She worked at Google for six years and became vice president of global online sales and operations. She left Google in 2016 when Mark Zuckerberg offered her a position with Facebook as the chief operating officer (COO). She sits on the boards of various companies, including The Walt Disney Company, and has previously sat on the board of Starbucks. She is renowned for her professional success with Facebook and Google. In 2017 she was fifth on Fortune Magazine’s list of the 50 “Most Powerful Women in Business”.


    CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND


    Although Sandberg describes Lean In as “a sort of a feminist manifesto” (p.10), the term “feminist” did not always sit well with her. At university, despite co-founding a group called Women in Economics and Government, she would not describe herself as a feminist. Her peer group rejected the term and wanted to distance themselves from the stereotype of a feminist as being an angry, bra-burning man-hater. She says in her defence that they believed that the fight for gender equality was over and that people no longer needed to be feminists. She entered the workforce with this attitude, but it was not long until she noticed that people were treated and judged differently depending on their gender, and as her career went on she noticed that for various reasons many women around her were leaving the workforce or scaling back their ambitions. This realisation prompted Sandberg to become a voice for women in business and leadership and to start speaking out about the issues faced by women who wished to get to the top of their professions. In 2010 she gave a TED Talk entitled “Why We Have Too Few Women Leaders”, which became a viral success. Sandberg was no longer content with conforming to the norms of corporate America and argued that women should stop trying to fit in. The theme of the TED Talk was a precursor to Lean In. Sandberg now proudly calls herself a feminist.

  


  
    SUMMARY OF LEAN IN


    INTERNALISING THE REVOLUTION


    Twenty years after Sandberg graduated, it struck her that whilst nearly all of her male former classmates were working in professional settings, a lot of her female former classmates had opted out of the workforce to be stay-at-home mothers or were working part-time. This means that companies and governments are losing highly skilled women. Sandberg respects the choices of all women, both those who choose to stay in the workforce and those who choose to leave. She argues, however, that women should be encouraged to go for leadership positions. Whilst girls outperform boys in school, this gender gap in academics has not translated into there being more women in the top professional ranks. Instead, the leaders are mainly men. One reason for this is the leadership ambition gap. More men aspire to fill leadership roles because society expects them to. Whilst ambition is seen as a positive trait in men, it is often viewed negatively in women. There is also societal pressure on women to get married and have children. Gender norms lead men and women to fit in with certain appropriate behaviours. It is not a widely held expectation that women can have a fulfilling professional life and a happy family life, but this is a normal expectation for men. Sandberg strongly challenges this notion: she affirms that it is possible to have a career and a family and to flourish. Her favourite poster in the Facebook offices reads: “What would you do if you weren’t afraid?”. The internal barriers that women face often prevent them from leaning in and reaching for opportunities, and Sandberg wants to help stop this from happening.


    Insecurities often drive women to take a back seat and to hold themselves back because they think they are not good enough. Sandberg first started thinking about this at her induction to the Phi Beta Kappa honour society, when Dr. Peggy McIntosh gave a speech about women and imposter syndrome (the belief that one is not worthy of their position) entitled “Feeling Like a Fraud”. Sandberg was led to think about how every time she took a test or was called on in class, she was convinced that she was about to embarrass herself and everyone would finally find out that she was a fraud, that she did not deserve to be there. Of course, men too can be riddled with self-doubt, but women are apparently more likely to experience imposter syndrome and, more importantly, to be limited by it. This can prevent women from reaching for opportunities because they doubt their competence or suitability for a position.


    In Sandberg’s case, after she noticed that she had deluded herself into believing that she was always heading for failure, she knew that she needed to make an intellectual and emotional adjustment. Whilst it may not be possible to naturally possess effortless confidence, acknowledging the distorting effect that self-doubt has on our self-perception can help with self-belief. Studies show that “faking it until you make it” can actually have a positive effect on confidence levels.


    But women face more obstacles than self-doubt. An experiment called the Heidi/Howard Study shows that people of both genders are inclined to view a woman in a negative light if she succeeds in a field that women are not stereotypically supposed to flourish in. Using the real-life example of a successful venture capitalist, Heidi Roizen, the professors who ran the experiment tested the perceptions of students by giving them half of them Heidi’s story to read and the other half the same story only with one small change: Heidi’s name was replaced with the name Howard. The discrepancies in the results between the two groups showed that Howard was deemed to be a more appealing colleague than Heidi, despite the fact that they were the same person. As a freshman, Sandberg hid the fact that she had been one of seven students in her year to become a Henry Ford Scholar. Whilst the other six winners who were men made their newfound status known and thrived off the credibility it gave them, Sandberg kept the accolade to herself because she instinctively knew that publicising her academic performance would not work in her favour. Women downplay their accomplishments because success and likability do not often go hand in hand for women. This links back to how society believes that men should be leaders while women should be nurturers. If a woman does something that is out of kilter with a nice and nurturing image, she makes herself a target to be frowned upon. Thus, it can be that if a woman is too nice she will be viewed as professionally incompetent and if she is professionally competent she will be viewed as unfriendly. This creates a catch-22 scenario for women, who fear that displaying stereotypically unfeminine characteristics may make them unpopular amongst their colleagues and bosses. These different expectations of men and women affect women’s propensity to negotiate. Data shows that men are much more likely to negotiate than women. This is not just because women hold themselves back: a woman who advocates for herself is more likely to meet a negative reaction than a man. Women who negotiate for themselves are seen as self-serving because they are not acting in accordance with the societal expectation that women should be concerned for the well-being of others. Sandberg offers some useful tips on how women can negotiate in a way that does not work against them. She has advised women to frame their negotiation in a way that connects them to a group so they are not perceived to be egoistic. Moreover, whilst men do not have to justify their requests, women do. They can do this by explaining that someone higher up the food chain encouraged them to ask for money or by citing industry standards. Finally, however contradictory this might sound, Sandberg explains that in a negotiation, women must combine their insistence with a smile and a serving of niceness.


    MANAGING A CAREER


    Sandberg eschews the oft-cited concept of the career ladder and instead prefers to use the metaphor of a career jungle gym. She advises against setting out a strict career plan and sticking rigidly to it. Instead, you should have an over-arching goal or dream - Sandberg’s childhood dream was to change the world. Not mapping out your career step by step means that there is room for manoeuvre and risk-taking, which allows people to gain new skills and job satisfaction. When she took a job at Facebook as COO, people wondered why she would take a lower level job when other companies wanted her to be their chief executive officer (CEO), but it turned out to be a risk well worth taking. Sandberg notes that women tend to be less likely to take career risks than men. When she left Google to join Facebook, it was men from her old team who wanted to leave with her. It was not until Facebook was a more established company that the women from her old team sought to make the move to Facebook as well. There are external pressures that increase risk adversity amongst women, but Sandberg recommends that women be open to new and uncertain opportunities as this is good preparation for leadership. This includes taking on new challenges and leaning in to high-visibility projects. A study carried out at Hewlett-Packard showed that women typically do not put themselves forward for roles when they do not believe that
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